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An exploratory study using a questionnaire and focus group interviews was conducted amongst a
small sample of first-year, first-semester, undergraduate design students from the Faculty of Art
and Design at Monash University, Australia, to determine their readiness for off-campus, flexible,
independent learning. The study explores common problems, similarities and differences among
learners from South East Asia, other international students, and local Australian students. Find-
ings of the study are presented under five key themes: dependence on the teacher and the class-
room environment; flexible learning and working alone; structure; communication; and work
patterns. The article details approaches to study of first-year undergraduates taking a creative unit
such as design and concludes by discussing the possible cultural attributes that have an impact on
the learning as well as related concerns and problems.
Introduction
Stimulated by factors such as high mobility of learners, access and equity issues,
recognition of varied learning styles, reduction of funding and staffing levels, and the
increasing earner-learner population, Australian universities are moving towards
more flexible approaches to learning and teaching (Johnston, 1999). This then begs
the question: “How ready are certain learner groups for flexible, off-campus learn-
ing?” How ready are students to take responsibility for their learning, be indepen-
dent, self-directed, and self-motivated?
A learner group of almost exclusively school leavers with limited experience in
tertiary-level flexible learning taking a mandatory first-year, first-semester unit was
selected for this initial exploratory study. The unit did not use any communication
technologies in its flexible offer, only specially designed printed folders containing
theory, examples, activities, and instructions for projects. Being a basic design unit,
*Centre for Learning and Teaching Support, Monash University, PO Box 197, Caulfield East,
Victoria, Australia. Email: Gayani.Samarawickrema@celts.monash.edu.au
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assessment projects had no right or wrong solutions and were open to interpretation,
with emphasis placed on creativity and individuality.
Review of the Literature
The review of the literature related to this study examines the following areas: 
● overseas learners;
● Asian learners;
● flexible learning and teaching.
Overseas Learners
Often, for administrative convenience and management purposes, learners from
overseas are classified as international students. However, homogeneous grouping,
convenient and useful for some purposes, denies a better understanding of specific
cultures. Previous studies have been critiqued for this reason (Smith, Miller, &
Crassini, 1998; Smith & Smith, 1999; Smith, 2001) and are to be taken into account
against developing fixed conceptualizations leading to broad generalizations of
cultural characterizations of ethnic groups (Rizvi & Walsh, 1998). Stressing their
very different cultural backgrounds, Barker calls for care when “thinking in terms of
overseas students” (Barker, 1997, p. 112). Even the Asian or South East and East
Asian student groups are not homogeneous and though they may very broadly share,
for example, a Confucian heritage culture or an Islamic culture, there are major sub-
groups with major differences that have their own hybrid culture influenced by their
own unique social, political, and economic histories and traditions.
All overseas students have moved to a foreign country for their tertiary education
and the majority of them adapt to working in English, a foreign language, in an unfa-
miliar learning context (Chalmers & Volet, 1997). By sharing the common experi-
ence of studying in Australia as overseas students, they also share the heterogeneity
in the education systems they have been through—mother tongue, religion, culture,
to name a few. The learning context, the education system, learning support, assess-
ment requirements, structure of programs, class participation requirements and the
language in which learning is expected to take place are major differences that most
overseas students face when they first arrive (Pe-Pua, 1994). Described as a “context
of disadvantage” (Dunbar, 1988, p. 11), this unfamiliar learning context together
with an unfamiliar social context places a series of complex academic and social
challenges, and contributes to many difficulties experienced by international
students (Andrews, Dekkers, & Solas, 1998). Common to all overseas students, as
well as the local students in this study, is being new to tertiary study.
Asian Learners
Stereotyped and portrayed negatively with reference to approaches to study, Asian
learners previously were often seen as a problem due to their poor English language
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skills and because they “tend to work in the wrong way, to come up with the wrong
questions or with the wrong answers, or behave in ways that are unexpected by us”
(Ballard, 1991, p. 2). Early studies also recorded a previously widely held belief
among some Australian university staff that Asian students tend to adopt more infe-
rior surface-level learning strategies than their Australian counterparts (Samuelow-
icz, 1987). This resulted in a stereotyped portrayal of Asian students as rote learners
and surface learners who use memorizing as a learning strategy, are passive, teacher
centred, and extremely achievement oriented (Samuelowicz, 1987; Ballard, 1991).
While Ballard (1991) blamed language, behaviour, and educational background
for the difficulties faced by Asian students in Australia, a range of social and
academic problems including difficulties arising from learning styles and poor
analytical skills that may have been wrongly ascribed to poor English language
competence, are cited as causing problems (Barker, Child, Gallois, Jones, & Callan,
1991). Unfamiliar cultural norms and new environments give rise to problems
(Barker et al., 1991, p. 83). Learning problems of Asian students sit within a larger
framework, with other problems such as personal finances, family pressure to do
well, accommodation, health, and social life, to name a few (Dunbar, 1988). These
problems must be common to many overseas students and not just to those from
Asia. Critical difficulties of overseas students are explained away by blaming poor
English skills and general academic immaturity, which are generalizations that can
be harmful and inadequate; Bilbow believed overseas students’ alleged surface learn-
ing approach is a result of their inability to process academic language correctly and
at the rate demanded as in a steady flow of information in a lecture (Bilbow, 1989).
Subsequent studies have indicated that some social and academic problems are
common to many undergraduate students, not just international students. They
work part-time and as many as 36% have money worries (McInnis, 2001). As their
outlook and priorities change, they seek alternative methods of engaging with
tertiary study that accommodate part-time work, lifestyle, and materialistic goals.
Consequently, flexible learning options become more attractive to these groups.
While universities recognize this market demand, learner readiness to study in this
mode needs investigation.
Flexible Learning and Teaching
In addition to this market demand, the trend for universities to focus on flexible
learning and delivery is driven by a range of factors including (and not limited to)
advances in technology, restricted funding, and the need to serve larger and diverse
student groups (King & Kenworthy, 1999). It is a complex phenomenon interrelat-
ing learners, teachers, pedagogy, institutional strategy, and technology (Collis &
Moonen, 2001).
From the perspective of the learner, flexible learning and flexible delivery attempt
to increase learner opportunities for access and control. It has given universities the
capacity to appeal to, and serve, specific learner groups or extend their service to
wider and dispersed learner groups through specially designed learning resources
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and often through the use of communication technologies. By removing time, space,
and place constraints and by providing alternative learning resources, a larger
student group can be served (Kirkpatrick & Jakupec, 1999). The consequence of
adopting a more flexible mode of learning for students would be increased access
through wider entry qualifications, variable start and finish times, flexibility of study
location, and resources used (Laurillard & Margeston, 1997). It must also be recog-
nized that more flexibility brings with it more independence which in turn calls for
learners to be more responsible, more self-directed and more self-motivated (Collis
& Moonen, 2001). It is possible that undergraduate students in their first year may
not yet have these skills well developed. Though many stakeholders in higher educa-
tion view flexibility as an advantage, student readiness to work independently and
responsibly needs to be assessed.
In this study, flexibility refers to time and place of study only. Flexible off-campus
learners need not attend class but are required to work through the printed informa-
tion folder, cover the same resources as their on-campus peers, and submit the
assignments at the same and given time.
Research Focus
This study set out to explore: 
● student readiness for independent off-campus flexible study at first-year under-
graduate level; and
● common problems, similarities and differences among learners from South East
and East Asia, other international students, and local students.
In doing so it: 
● identifies how first-year undergraduate students approach study;
● discusses how best to assist and address those concerns and problems; and
● identifies possible cultural attributes that may impact on learning by flexible
mode.
Participants
The participants were all on-campus students from the one class in their first semes-
ter of tertiary study taking Basic Design and were from the Faculty of Art and
Design at Monash University in Australia. The study was conducted in the ninth
week of the semester based on materials covered over Weeks 8 and 9 of that semes-
ter. The entire class was given the option of covering Weeks 8 and 9 material by flex-
ible off-campus mode or in the regular classroom on-campus mode.
All South East and East Asian students and other international students in the
class were included in the study. Though the institution classifies all these students
as “international students,” for the purpose of this study, the South East and East
Asian students were treated as a separate group. All local students who took the
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flexible learning option were also included while a sample of local students who took
the on-campus classroom option was requested to volunteer to participate in the
focus group interview. It was important that all students were in their first semester
of study at university and in the case of the South East and East Asian and interna-
tional students, that it was their first semester at Monash University, when they were
still new to Australia and the educational approaches in that country.
The Breakdown of Nationalities Within the Groups
The study consisted of six groups. The three main categories were: 
● Locals category comprising Australian citizens born in Australia.
● South East Asian and East Asian category comprising students from Korea, China,
Hong Kong, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. (In Australia on student visas
for the purpose of tertiary study.)
● Other internationals category comprising the rest of the overseas students in the
class who came from Israel, Mauritius, Norway, Sri Lanka, and the United States.
(Also in Australia on student visas for the purpose of tertiary study.)
Each category was divided into two groups—those who took the flexible learning
option and those who took the classroom option, making a total of six groups as
described in Table 1.
Since this study was limited to the very first design unit taken by this group for the
first time in their tertiary career, a larger sample was neither possible nor available.
Strict ethical guidelines imposed by the institution limited the study to volunteers
only, resulting in an uneven sample distribution. Considering the developmental and
exploratory nature of this study, a small sample was apt for the intensive case study
approach adopted (DeNicola, 2002). The study set out to establish, understand,
and uncover issues and focused on validity. Once a better understanding has been
achieved, a replicable study that focuses on reliability should be the next step. This
in-depth approach with a small sample allowed insights into the hearts and minds of
the students (Fitzgerald, 2000). They were participants’ perspectives, not “sweeping
generalizations, but contextual findings” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1995, p. 21).
Generalization was not the goal as neither the situation nor the context was time-
or context-free (Guba & Lincoln, 1982). It was considered that asking the right
questions, so that a complete understanding of the context was achieved, and the
possible consequences of that research were of greater importance (Cherryholmes &
Table 1. Study sample
Flexible learning option Classroom option
South East and East Asians n = 7 South East and East Asians n = 4
Other internationals n = 3 Other internationals n = 5
Locals n = 16 Locals n = 4
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Popkewitz, 1996). The participants’ responses drove the study and formed the data
which are compared against the existing body of literature. This approach of using
individual perspectives describes a situation in depth, in its natural setting within a
specific university. It is context-specific information giving students’ perspectives
phrased by them, thereby giving it credibility and making the issue more real.
Design of the Study
In order to best capture the subtle and multifaceted cultural nuances, the main study
approach was qualitative with both focus group interviews and a questionnaire being
used.
Questionnaire
While all participants responded to the interview, only those who took the flexible
learning option (row one in Table 1) responded to the 19-item questionnaire which
either required making a selection on a 5-point scale or making short open-ended
statements. The questionnaire sought information on how participants worked with
the flexible learning handout/brief—their reflections; its language clarity and clarity
of information; if and how they approached the activities and if the brief assisted in
giving a better understanding of the project; and if they worked with friends. The
questionnaire was not administered to those who took the classroom option, as the
questions were not related to their experience.
Focus Group Interview
Focus group interviews held with all groups followed a set of open-ended questions
in the same sequence to maintain a similar standard and draw the same information
from all. Answers that required further probing were followed up in an unstructured
way, making the interview style semi-structured, conversational, and (on occasions)
retrospective. To improve the validity and reliability of the data, all interviews were
audio-taped and transcribed.
Focus group interviews probed and followed up responses to the questionnaire.
They sought reasons for the rejection or preference for either the flexible learning
option or the classroom option; the approach to doing projects and activities; how
the visual diary project was approached; problems related to study, including study-
ing in a second language; and general reflections on flexible study.
The information gained through the questionnaire and the focus group interviews
is presented together in the next section.
Findings and Discussion
This section presents the findings of the study under five key themes: (a) dependence
on the teacher and the classroom environment, (b) flexible learning and working
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Determinants of Student Readiness for Flexible Learning 55
alone, (c) structure, (d) communication, and (e) work patterns. The responses from
the questionnaire and the focus group interviews are presented verbatim and are
discussed below.
Dependence on the Teacher and the Classroom Environment
As Tan and Goh (1999) discovered, a guided, didactic teacher-centred approach—
the generally accepted practice of teaching and learning among students from
South East and East Asia where teachers are generally viewed as authority figures
imparting knowledge, and providing direction—was found among all learners in
this study. Their following comments indicated that the classroom environment
provided a sense of security for the South East and East Asians who took the class-
room option. 
Because I haven’t got a knowledge for design, not very much, I need to come [to class].
I can get help when I come to class … at home no help.
I have to come, class is important.
The other international students confirmed this view: 
I think we have a very visual class, like his [teacher’s] slides are very good and I’ve
adjusted to him [the teacher] and I’m used to it.
I have actually missed two or three classes and collected the brief and done it but I don’t
think what I did was that good … I suppose I would have done better if I was in the
class …
The literature suggested that students from South East and East Asia had difficulty
adjusting to learning environments that were independent and away from direct
teacher supervision (Watkins & Biggs, 1996; Andrews et al., 1998; Andrews &
Dekkers, 1999; Smith & Smith, 1999). This is confirmed by comments such as: 
When you are going to class, you get to see everyone. But when I go home, I feel lazy.
Like [I] can’t concentrate.
I think the brief is very clear but it gives a rather basic idea for the project. It doesn’t
spark off like more experimental stuff like what you get in class from the lecturer …
However, the study also found that local students taking the flexible mode experi-
enced similar difficulties, as the following statements indicate: 
I did it all by myself, it was weird … because I’ve become so used to working in a group
situation and I think it just motivates me more. If I’m working by myself, I just become
lazy. Probably even more lazy, like real lazy.
It’s hard for me to ask questions about it. Usually when you have an idea you just tell
the teacher and they say, “oh yeah, great” and you go ahead with it whereas you now do
without it.
… it’s like easier to get it done at home but it’s harder to get motivated to do the work
without the teacher.
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56 R. G. Samarawickrema
Most learners were teacher dependent not only in the theory and information related
to the discipline but also in relation to feedback on their individual design ideas;
assistance to refine those ideas; reassurance on their approaches; clarification of
project requirements; as well as to motivate, inspire, spark off design ideas; discipline
and remind them of deadlines. Locals who took the classroom option shared a simi-
lar view: 
Yeah, if you go to a studio and come up with an idea and the teacher says, that’s good
and everything, you get excited and then you want to go and do it.
Sometimes, if you really want feedback and you can’t get it, then it can be frustrating.
It’s just the fact that you can’t always get seen by a teacher to help you.
It was similar with the other internationals: 
Not having the chance to get feedback from the teacher during the project [was a prob-
lem].
Students from South East and East Asian nations believe there are right and wrong
answers and continue to seek that right answer which they believe the lecturer
expects (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991, 1997). As identified by Mullins, Qunitrell, and
Hancock (1995), not understanding the lecturer’s expectations was a stress factor to
all learners in this study, as observed in the South East Asians: 
If I really don’t understand the project or assignment, [it is] hard to ask [for] help and [I
have] less confidence to [do] the work.
I don’t know what teacher wants us to do, I mean standards and specific requirements.
While this was reconfirmation from the South East and East Asians, comments from
the local students indicate that similar uncertainties and misgivings existed among
them too: 
… to see whether you are doing the right thing or not. If you don’t know you might
want to show it to one of the teachers to check … a bit of feedback from the teachers to
know you are heading in the right direction.
… you don’t have anyone to guide you. You don’t know if you are doing the right thing,
possibly because you are doing this for the first time … at this point, I don’t think it’s
right that we work at home by ourselves. We need to know that we are doing the right
thing.
The desire to clarify and be reassured on design ideas indicated uncertainty, low
tolerance of risk and ambiguity, and the wish to produce specifically what they
believed the teacher expected.
Explaining the central role of the teacher in the Asian learning context, Biggs says
Chinese educators believe that in performance-oriented disciplines the skill needs to
be developed first and that there is a right way and a beautiful way to create music
and art. Students need to learn the correct process as well as arrive at the right prod-
uct; therefore, the importance of the “right way” (Biggs, 1996, p. 55) is a possible
reason why learners in the South East and East Asian categories appeared more
anxious to know the lecturer’s expectations. This reassurance-seeking behaviour,
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Determinants of Student Readiness for Flexible Learning 57
however, was evident among all groups of learners in this study, and not limited to
the South East and East Asians. It is probable that being a design unit with the
possibility of multiple interpretations, the reassurance, guidance and direction from
the teacher were vital.
Common to all, being new to tertiary study could be the background for these
uncertainties and the high degree of dependence on the teacher.
Flexible Learning and Working Alone
All students who took the flexible learning option appreciated the flexibility of time
and place, as confirmed by the following: 
It’s really about not having a set time to get it done. It’s easy to fit it into other work …
If you have a spare two hours before anything else, you just slot it in.
However, this was not the preferred method of learning for a significant few who
said: 
I think with any other subject it will work, this correspondence thing. I don’t think
design fits in with it, no.
No interaction with other students, no opportunity to see other work, no guidance.
It’s just unfamiliar … We just don’t prefer it [self-learning].
Self-learning calls for maturity and discipline, which appeared wanting among the
local students who admitted: 
I’m basically a lazy person so like everyone else is working and I’m still not doing the
work.
It was hard for me coming up with ideas … just was a blank.
The international students who took the classroom option were reassured by the
prompt feedback from the teacher and peers, and the familiarity of the classroom: 
… working together with our teachers and students, I mean you get a resource. I think
the resource will be better if you work together with people.
You get to see slides and what other students are doing and how they solve their assign-
ments …
I think other students are important to bounce your ideas.
Similarly, the South East and East Asian students who took the classroom option felt
safer and “normal” going to class, with access to help and a reduced chance of miss-
ing some vital instructions: 
It has some advantages sometimes and sometimes it doesn’t … you can do it in your
home time but you don’t have other people to give you a tip.
It’s normal, because you go to class. Because if they give you a task you don’t know, I
can always ask for help.
Because I can get help when I come to class … at home, no help.
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Because if I take this class, it has got people and I understand culture and more things.
More information on how to do it [the project].
Class attendance provided the bonus opportunity to socialize, practise their English
and increase their exposure to Australian culture, while the local students who took
the classroom option regarded self-learning as unstimulating, uninspiring and lonely: 
… you are working from home, you have nothing really to work from … you don’t
know, you don’t know whereabouts the others are.
… you only have yourself to get an idea from … if you are at home, you only have your
normal sort of everyday homework environment. Just the same sort of stimulation, not
new interesting things.
… and you don’t break any boundaries because you do what you think.
I personally wouldn’t take any off-campus subjects … I don’t see the point really. I
don’t think you’d do as well.
The South East and East Asian students who took the flexible learning option
acknowledged its advantages: 
I can spend my time to develop my ideas.
Flexible timing. More spare time to spend on the project. Less pressure not to have to
come to class.
I like flexible learning … take the brief and then go and there’s always the possibility to
contact the lecturer, you know when you can email the person if you have inquiries or
you can meet the person and discuss …
Despite identifying these advantages, the following comments showed that problems
associated with working in English were magnified when working alone: 
I had to read several times before I start because I feel I miss something. But when I go
to class I think they explain to you so it’s easier but at the same time I think that some-
times it’s best like when you do it by yourself.
I think may be my reading like English [is] not so good, so I have to read a few times
before I start to do the work. I think that’s the difficulty to me, to understand a bit.
It’s clear but I still have to spend a lot of time … I think it’s exciting when you go to
class.
However, they relied on friends, and their informal study groups provided support in
defining and understanding the required work, as the next statements illustrate: 
Every time I’m not sure of something, I ask my friend.
I’m the type of person who doesn’t like class, but on the other hand, it’s good because
you can get an opinion from friends and tutors. But I prefer if I came in but if I have a
question I’ll just come in and just ask and just go away and leave me alone. I don’t have
a problem working alone …
The ability to work when struck by a creative mood was a clear advantage of flexible
learning to some local students, but they missed the interaction with peers and the
input from the teacher, as the following statements indicate: 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
2:0
1 1
8 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
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It was easier to work at home … pretty self-explanatory so you sort of get to read at your
own time and work that way.
I enjoyed working from home and doing it in my own time and at my own pace. I work
better that way, personally because I find that some of my more creative moods come at
bizarre times and not always when I’m at uni.
You get to do it at whatever time you want, like when ever you feel like it. Sometimes
you don’t have ideas like in the morning going to a tute. You have ideas at other times.
Of the three groups, the international students appeared the most comfortable in
studying flexibly. They said: 
I think it’s a great idea. I like studying on my own in all my subjects … I think it’s much
more efficient and productive and it gives the freedom for anyone who wishes to do it in
his own free time rather than satisfying an attendance role.
It was like going to uni in Norway … just go, get your brief and then go home. Then
come next week and hand it in.
Working alone on this brief help me to manage my own time.
Common with the students from South East and East Asia who took the flexible
learning option, one local student who took the flexible learning option also had
uncertainties about interpreting and doing the project correctly when working alone
and stated: 
… you don’t know how far you can push your brief so you are not really sure how far
you can go without overstepping the boundaries of the brief.
Not knowing or not understanding the teacher’s expectations was a problem for all.
Structure
Comments from all categories indicated a positive response to a structured learning
approach of lecture–studio arrangement and structured study materials. This posi-
tive attitude towards structure extended beyond the South East and East Asian
groups who are said to prefer structured study environments (Watkins & Biggs,
1996; Ballard & Clanchy, 1997; Tan & Goh, 1999). The following comments
revealed that local students were no different: 
The structure and info in class is easier to follow.
I don’t have a problem with structure—we go from a one-hour lecture to a two-hour
tute … I like it because the ideas are still fresh in your head.
The local students believed that the classroom structure helped with brainstorming,
“getting inspiration” was “more motivating” and exerted discipline in a positive way,
requiring them to keep to a timetable and participate accordingly. Also to their liking
was the structuring of the information through the semester with each topic spanning
over two weeks. Like their peers, the other internationals who took the classroom
option felt that the structure of the class setting was useful in keeping them organized: 
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It’s just to have your teacher around and all the structure of the class and the deadlines
and just being there.
However, the exceptions to the preference for structure were those international
students who took the flexible learning option and were comfortable working alone.
One exception from the South East and East Asian category who took the flexible
learning option viewed structure as a constraint to his development as a designer: 
The whole point for me to come to design school is that not to be structured and
produce structured work … We need the freedom of exploration … You can’t put a
person in a box and tell them to give something from the outside. You have to be
outside to be able to give something from outside.
Structure had a regulating and disciplining effect on the locals and was viewed posi-
tively in the following comments: 
I think a whole semester of this [off-campus flexible learning] could make you lazy. You
just start doing it at the last minute the whole time. When you come to tutes, you’ve got
to come, practically, so you have some pressure to do it.
… means that you come in for the lecture and from there you follow up at the studio.
Class is a good motivator too because if you are at home you think “I’ll watch a bit of
TV and then I’ll do some work” and three hours later you go, “I didn’t do any work,
God!”
One international student shared this view: 
You don’t get much done if you are on your own schedule, you know. There, [in class]
it’s actually like motivation.
The majority preference for structure could be due to students being in their very
first semester of tertiary study, fresh from high school, and in an environment in
which they were accustomed to, and comfortable with, structure, timetables, and
guidance.
Communication
All students appreciated the spontaneous teacher feedback which the classroom
offered and the lack of it was viewed as a disadvantage in the flexible learning
approach: 
The best thing I think that I missed out on and that I would have preferred was to show
my work to tutors and get feedback and just see like what ideas that you have that are
good or not good.
And I just think it’s ironic because learning is all based on communication and we are
not communicating with anyone at all; I don’t know if it will actually work, I mean.
Just two participants commented that they were equally comfortable working alone
with flexible learning materials or attending class. They all needed clarification and
reassurance on design ideas and individual interpretation of the project brief. Also
interrelated to the need for lecturer approval could be the fear of failure and the
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regard for the teachers as the motivators and inspirers of their work, the latter
acknowledged by a majority.
The international students felt that feedback and comment from their peers was
equally useful and stated: 
I think it’s good to have the chance to communicate with other students and your
lecturer and teacher and like in school you need the chance like to ask questions in an
informal way. Especially if you are from another culture.
What I do find which I like in the tutorials is that after I do my work, I get feedback
from the teacher … I think it’s useless if that’s not there.
This view was also held by the international students who took the classroom option
and who said: 
It’s important to get feedback … will be better if you work together with people.
… just getting the feedback from the other students and the teacher while you are doing
the assignment and that way I think I can make my assignment better.
The South East and East Asians who took the flexible learning option shared the
same view: 
I think if I go to class, it’s easy because I can talk. Talk to the tutor, talk to friends.
The constant need for feedback could be that a strategy needs to be built in to better
communicate expectations and required standards both in relation to assessment
items as well as more general study approaches. Academic staff, according to
Samuelowicz’s study, appreciate this need shown by international students (Samue-
lowicz, 1987). This study indicates that it is something that should extend to all
students. As Mullins et al. (1995) recognize, the most effective person to communi-
cate this information would be the teacher.
Work Patterns
Previous studies have shown that Asian students have a disorganized approach to
study, are poor at time management, slow to commence study, procrastinate with
tasks, and are easily distracted (Smith & Smith, 1999, 2000). Evidence of these
features was present in all students in this study. They were all poor time managers,
left their project work to the very last minute, adopted no definite plan, and seemed
to approach their work in a chaotic and muddled style. It has been questioned
whether these inefficient learning strategies were the result of poor English language
skills (Smith & Smith, 2000). Yet in this study similar inefficient and disorganized
approaches to study were demonstrated by international students as well as all the
local students, indicating that they had not as yet worked out disciplined and effi-
cient study strategies.
Getting started on the project was a difficulty expressed by all student groups
taking the flexible learning option. The South East and East Asians admitted this in
the following ways: 
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I usually sit for hours thinking about it, then I start doing my research.
I just go around, think, think, think.
I’ll just be like sitting there staring blankly at the paper for hours, just trying to think.
Yeah, the pressure does help me but I know that’s not very good.
I just can’t do, I just can’t get started, I get distracted.
When I go home, I become lazy. Like [I] can’t concentrate. I start[ed] this [project] like
I think the day before.
Basically I think about it and can’t find motivation to start anything so I leave it to the
last minute and just do it.
At times their approach bordered on confusion. Developing one project idea was a
difficulty indicating a disorderly, chaotic style with little evidence of planning: 
… especially if you can’t make up your mind, you do many ideas. And then before it’s
due, you just have to chose one and do it.
Other internationals who took the flexible learning option claimed that they worked
best under pressure. They were equally disorganized in their study habits and were
just as likely to leave their work until it was critical and said: 
I just read [the brief] first and then think the whole week. My brain doesn’t work like
that, it works faster when it’s [the project] due.
I usually do it [the project] the day before. I do it better under a bit of pressure.
I think I waited like for inspiration.
… you can’t tell me to sit down and do the project because I’m way too distracted to
work when I have to.
… just looked through some magazines and like just threw it together.
Similarly, the local students who took the flexible learning option also had trouble
getting started, their candid explanation being laziness and complaining that work-
ing alone reduced motivation, which in turn affected their work: 
I know I would just sleep in and sort of basically not do anything.
It’s not only, not doing the work, it’s like wasting the morning.
You’ve got to motivate yourself more if you are at home. You’ve got to be more disci-
plined. Whereas when you come to school, that’s having a discipline there for you
because you know you gotta be there 9 till whenever …
Their approach to work was to postpone it until it became critical and then approach
it in a manner that reflected little organization, planning or strategy: 
I found that I was working better with people around me who were like brainstorming so
it was like a group thinking process. And even though we might be working on different
concepts, I’ll still be getting inspiration from them. So I found it really hard to get started.
… because I’ve become so used to working in a group situation and I think it just moti-
vates me more. If I’m working by myself, I just become lazy. Probably even more than
lazy, like real lazy!
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
2:0
1 1
8 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Determinants of Student Readiness for Flexible Learning 63
I kind of left it to the last minute.
I just read the brief and I was just kind of thinking in my head and I wasn’t doing very
well … it was really hard for me coming up with ideas for some reason. Just was a blank.
Though commencing the project was not easy for a majority, all students who took
the classroom option started their projects in the studio session held after the lecture,
indicating that timetables and structured settings contributed to exercising disci-
plined and organized work patterns and reduced procrastination. The fact that a
creative idea was required to begin work, and the lack of it held them back,
compounded the problem.
As in the Mullins et al. (1995) study, the factors causing problems to local and
overseas students were similar in many areas. That overseas students were more
likely to have problems and express higher levels of concern was in keeping with the
findings of this study. The discerning and demanding client approach of the overseas
students, particularly the South East and East Asian category, could be a reason for
this. The majority of the problems experienced by these students—fear of failure,
need for feedback, interpreting the brief correctly, loss of motivation and inspiration
with reduced contact with teachers—were all voiced by all other international as well
as local students.
It is possible that they were all new to tertiary study and the independence it
allowed, and were still developing their skills in managing time, self-discipline and
working within a self-created timetable as against being disciplined by the teacher
and the structure of the classroom. Without exception, all students in this study saw
their problems arising out of poor or limited access to teachers due to large class size
and unclear expectations related to the work required.
Conclusions and Recommendations
This exploratory study revealed that learners in all categories experienced problems
in managing time and looked to the teacher and the structure provided by the
classroom to discipline, regulate, and guide them through the work; inspire, moti-
vate, and modify their procrastinating tendencies; and remind them of deadlines
and project due dates. Off-campus flexible learning can be successful only if
learners have a disciplined and consistent approach to work, of which there was
little evidence among any of the learner groups in this study. However, high goal
orientation of the South East and East Asian learners could serve as a powerful
motivator.
The study also revealed all learner groups to be extremely teacher reliant, a
trait that is counter to flexible, off-campus learner requirements. They demon-
strated a poor capacity for independent learning, especially when developing
ideas, pointing to a need for strategies to manage that process. If universities
are actively seeking overseas student enrolments and require them to pay
substantial fees, then these students will be seeking value for money and rightly
demand better access to teaching staff when they need help. This study has
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demonstrated that first-year design students, irrespective of their cultural back-
ground, are highly teacher dependent and require better access to academic
staff.
All categories of learners in this study experienced difficulties related to study in
their first semester at university. While overseas students experienced it to a greater
extent, most difficulties were common to all groups. The study showed that the
strengthening of study skills among all learners which built general confidence,
reduced the extreme teacher dependence and trained them to be efficient, indepen-
dent learners was essential at this stage of their tertiary education.
While learners in this study taking the flexible off-campus option used only print
resources, the unit could be redesigned to include information and communication
technologies to facilitate discussion, share design examples, and allow electronic
submission of projects (recommendations voiced by all students) which would
increase the opportunity for learner/teacher contact—though such an iterative step
calls for careful consideration of access and equity issues.
From a staff perspective, continuing professional development coupled with
continued reflection on one’s practice could be a useful exercise to deal with the
changing demographics of the classroom, issues of flexibility, creative disciplines,
and large class sizes. These reflections, among other things, must lead to developing
new approaches and insights into learning in multicultural Australia if inter-univer-
sity competition and government demands are to be weathered. Biggs suggests
“teach better, and you’ll address the problems presented by international students”
(Biggs, 1997, p. 5). For off-campus design students, there must be no ambiguity in
project expectations, though such stipulations could be a straitjacket to creativity
that must be balanced by staff.
To a great extent learning processes have been found to be similar, with most
students experiencing similar problems and difficulties. While greater sensitivity and
a better understanding of learning behaviours from different cultures is necessary,
further research in approaches to study in specific discipline areas that call for a high
degree of individual creativity is necessary. Repeating this study with subsequent
intakes of students would help to refine the findings of this small study. While
contributions such as those by McInnis (2001) to understanding the learning experi-
ences of first-year undergraduates are valuable, further studies connecting culture,
flexibility, off-campus learning in a range of disciplines and the first-year experience
are needed in order that universities identify and better serve the needs of diverse
student groups. Such studies will serve to inform and prepare those who teach first-
year classes.
Learners cannot be expected to be comfortable with tertiary study in their first
semester at university, irrespective of the background they come from. The appro-
priate guidance and the opportunity to make that transfer and adaptation to tertiary
study must be provided by the university, while students are informed of expecta-
tions. If they are to study independently off-campus using flexible modes of delivery
they need to be guided appropriately on how their study must be organized and
managed.
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